The Müller-Lyer illusion as a tool for schizophrenia screening.
The perceptual deficit hypothesis for schizophrenia is based on more general models of normal human visual perception, which have traditionally postulated that objects must compete for attention and processing space in the visual system. Recent evidence suggests that susceptibility of schizophrenics to the Müller-Lyer (ML) illusion may be a marker of vulnerability, detectable in prodromic patients, but disappearing with the progression of the illness. This illusion consists of overestimating the length of a straight line with converging arrowheads at the ends, while underestimating those with diverging arrowheads. Although the ML illusion has been shown to occur in touch as well as vision, it is not known whether abnormal contextual suppression extends to other sensory modalities in schizophrenics. Another challenge consists in verifying whether different visual parameters of the illusion which favor the magnocellular and parvocellular systems would have diverse ML illusion effects in schizophrenia. In this review we present data showing the degree of illusion in capuchin monkeys (Cebus spp.), a possible animal model for schizophrenia. To this end, a computer program was developed to conduct experiments in humans and non-human primates, allowing the display of illusory figures, manipulation of the stimuli's exposure time, interval between stimuli and number of trials. In the non-primate experiments, the visual illusion test based on achromatic ML illusion figures indicated the presence of the ML illusory effect in 10 capuchin monkeys. These results suggest that Cebus might be a good model for the experimental study of schizophrenia.